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Abstract

This study examines the effects of mothers’ assets (home ownership and savings) on their
expectations and children’s educational achievement in female-headed households. Through the
analysis of data from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), results indicate
that single mothers’ assets have positive effects on children’s educational achievement, and this
effect is partially mediated through expectations. The study also finds that the positive effects of
household income on children’s outcomes occur mainly through mothers’ assets. These results
lend support for expansion of asset-based policies for poor women with children.

Key words: Assets, expectations, educational achievement, single mothers



Mother-only families have become increasingly common during the past three decades. Whereas
in 1960 only about 9 percent of families with children in the United States were headed by non-
married women, by 1999 the number was over 20 percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1961;
2000). In the meantime, female-headed households consistently comprised a large proportion of
poor households. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, female-headed families with children were
five times more likely to be poor than two-parent families with children (Furstenberg, 1990;
Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986; Nichols-Casebolt & Krysik, 1997; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2001). Being raised in a single-parent family has been associated with negative socioemotional
outcomes for children (McLanahan, 1997), negative educational outcomes being one of them.
Compared with children from two-parent families, children raised in single-parent families have
been shown to have lower test scores, lower school attendance, fewer years of schooling and
higher rate of dropping out of high school (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Hauser & Featherman,
1976; Hauser & Pang, 1993; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Educational achievements is one of
the best predictors of factors such as occupational status and earnings that contribute strongly to
a child’s future economic well-being (Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).

It is important to examine intergenerational effects of parental characteristics on children’s
schooling in these families. Although most researchers would agree that children of female-
headed households are more vulnerable, not every child from these families has low educational
achievement. Most previous research has focused on negative consequences of female-headed
households compared with other family types, but relatively little attention has been paid to
within-group variations (Richards & Schmiege, 1993). What accounts for the range of children’s
well-being among female-headed households? Examining intergenerational effects within similar
types of households may be helpful in identifying resources and strengths that some female-
headed families may have to buffer risks of poverty. If resources and strengths within this family
group can be identified, then future policy can target these to mitigate intergenerational
vulnerability among these families.

Studies examining parental characteristics and children's well-being have focused on income,
education, and other parental characteristics. Little effort has been made to examine the effects of
assets on children’s well-being, especially in low-income families. Research on economic assets
as an inequality issue has become more prominent (Oliver & Shapiro, 1995; Sherraden, 1991;
Wolff, 1995). Among the emerging area of wealth studies, income and assets are treated as two
connected but distinct concepts. There is reason to hypothesize that assets holding may have
independent and possibly different intergenerational effects than those of income (Sherraden,
1991) and empirical evidence generally supports this possibility (Page-Adams & Sherraden,
1997; Scanlon & Page-Adams, 2001). However, in most studies, income is the measure of
impact of parental economic resources on children. In the few studies that included assets, assets
are usually treated as one component of the parental income "package.” In these studies, effects
of assets are not tested specifically, and are not considered theoretically distinct. Especially
among low-income families, effects of parental assets on children's outcomes and possible
mechanisms of such effects have seldom been examined.
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To address these issues, this study examines the relationship between mothers’ assets on their
children’s educational achievement in female-headed households. Specifically, three main
questions are examined: 1) What is the relationship between mothers’ assets and their children’s
educational achievement? 2) What is the relationship between mothers’ assets and their
educational expectations for their children? 3) Do mothers’ expectations mediate the effects of
their asset holding on children’s educational achievement?

Previous Scholarship
Theory

A large body of work from an economic deprivation perspective suggests the importance of
family economic resources in children’s well being (Becker, 1991; 1993; Becker & Tomes,
1986; 1979). Consistent with this perspective, Sherraden (1991) makes a distinction between
income and assets in terms of economic resources accumulation, and highlights the importance
of assets rather than income and level of consumption. Assets are important because they can
bring security to its owners, especially in times of hardship or economic stress such as
unemployment, illness, or family breakup. Possibly more important, the meaning of assets
extends beyond providing a flow of income. "Most people use income for day-to-day necessities,
by contrast, assets often bring income, power, and independence"” (Oliver & Shapiro, 1995,
p.32). Command over resources can change people’s cognitive schemata and enhance their life
chances. Assets can bring not only income, but also a stake and position in the society for the
owners. Sherraden (1991) suggests that assets may have a wide range of positive personal and
social effects on well-being beyond consumption. These effects may include greater future
orientation, stimulated development of other assets, improved household financial stability,
greater focus and specialization, a foundation for risk-taking, increased personal efficacy,
increased social influence, increased political participation and enhanced welfare of offspring.

Of particular relevance in this study is the possibility that assets may enhance the welfare of
offspring. First, asset holding is more stable across generations than is level of income.
Sherraden suggests that of all the forms of influence of parents on their children, financial assets
are the easiest to transmit (1991, p.123). Second, as mentioned above, assets are an important
cushion for many families to survive economic crisis, therefore assets holding can reduce
negative effects of unanticipated income losses on children. Third, assets accumulation may
enhance personal efficacy and create an orientation toward the future. Sherraden theorizes that
assets impact people’s attitudes and behaviors, and the effects of assets may be different from the
effects of income. For example, homeowners tended to be higher in life satisfaction, self-esteem
(Rossi & Weber, 1996) and more likely to be involved in community improvement activities
(DiPasquale & Glaeser, 1999; Rossi & Weber, 1996). Assets may have positive effects on
expectations and confidence about the future, and help people make specific plans with regard to
work and family. Perhaps even small asset accumulations may create large effects. For example,
in one study based on the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), savings and house values
had significant and positive effects on attitudes and behaviors such as prudence, efficacy,
horizons, and connectedness (Yadama & Sherraden, 1996). Moreover, some attitude changes
may lead to other social, economic and intergenerational outcomes (Scanlon, 2001). For
example, Shobe and Page-Adams (2001) highlight the independent and mediating role of future
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orientation and suggest that assets may help people first shape hopes and plans, which in turn
lead to positive social and economic outcomes. According to this view, parents with assets tend
to perceive a brighter future for their children than those who do not hold any assets, which in
turn may positively affect parenting behaviors and investment, and thus children’s educational
attainment. This argument is consistent with socialization perspective, such as role model
theories (Mead, 1934; Cohen, 1987) and culture of poverty theories (Lewis, 1966; Murray,
1984; Wilson, 1987), which claim that low economic resources reduce ability to be good parents
due in part to transfer negative attitudes and behaviors to children.

Evidence

While it is well documented that parental income has positive effects on children’s well-being,
fewer studies have analyzed the role of parental assets, especially among low-income families.
Most existing studies that examine intergenerational effects of assets have focused on
educational achievements of children. For example, Alwin and Thornton (1984), using data
from an 18-year (1962-1980) longitudinal study of white families and children in the Detroit
metropolitan area, find positive and significant effects of a measure combining income and assets
on the amount of completed schooling. Similarly, a study using the PSID by Hill and Duncan
-(1987) reports that parental income from assets is positively and significantly related to
completed schooling. Some recent studies have found stronger effects of parental financial assets
than of income. For example, Mayer (1997), using data from both the PSID and the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, reports that investment income and inherited income explain
more variance in children's educational achievement and outcomes than do total family income.
Children also appear to benefit from living in household where parents are homeowners. Essen,
Fogelman & Head (1977), in their study of 16,000 British youth, find that 16-year-old children
of homeowners are statistically more likely to have higher math and reading scores than those
living in public housing. Kane (1994) finds that homeownership increases high school
graduation and college entry rates for African-American youths. These findings are consistent
with those of Green & White (1997), in an analysis using four large, national data sets, report
that, after controlling for education and income, children (17-18 years old) of homeowners are
less likely than the children of renters to drop out of school. Aaronson (2000) also found that
homeownership had positive impact on children’s high school graduation, and this impact was
driven partially by residential stability.

Other studies addressing the relationship between parental assets and children’s well-being have
found positive effects on children’s savings behavior (Bernheim & Garrett, 1996; Lunt &
Livingstone, 1992; Pritchard, Myers & Cassidy, 1989), the probability of adults children’s home
ownership (Henretta, 1984), and self-esteem among adolescents (Axinn, Duncan & Thornton,
1997; Whitbeck, Simmons, Conger, Lorenz, Huck & Elder, 1991). Studies haved also found that
parental assets can help children avoid risks of teenage pregnancy (Green & White, 1997,
Scheuler-Whitaker & Pandey, 1998), and delay timing of marriage (Axinn & Thornton, 1992).
Assets appear to reduce vulnerability to poverty for children in female-headed households
(Cheng, 1995). Regarding mechanisms for transfer of asset effects, Henretta (1984) suggests that
the positive effects of parental home ownership on adult children’s home ownership may be
mediated primarily through parental expectations.
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Data and Methods

Subjects

The data for this study come from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH).
NSFH wave 1 (1987-1988) consists of interviews with a national random sample of 13,017
respondents consisting of a main sample of 9,643 respondents, and an oversample of 3,374
respondents including blacks and single-parent families (Bumpass & Call, 1988). In collecting
NSFH data; one adult per household was randomly selected to be the primary respondent, and
one child was also randomly selected from each household as “focal child”. A five-year follow-
up survey (wave 2) of the sample was conducted between 1992 and 1995. From these data we
extracted all female-headed households, which is a household unit consisting of an unmarried
female partner and at least one dependent child aged 12 to 18 years old. One “focal child” was
randomly selected from each household and the sample includes these children living in these
households. The final sample for the study includes 591 children who are 12 to 18 years old.
Children’s high school graduation is from wave 2. All other variables used in this study are from
wave 1.

Measurement

The dependent variables in this study are measures of children’s educational achievements; we
use their academic performance and high school graduation. Children’s academic performance is
measured by mothers’ report of their children’s grades from "mostly A’s” to “mostly F’s”. This
variable is reversed coded for analytical purposes, where higher scores indicate higher levels of
academic performance. Children’s high school graduation is measured at wave 2 as focal
children’s reports when they were 18 to 26 years old whether they received their high school
diploma. Those focal children who were still attending high school at wave 2 have been excluded
from the analysis. Mothers’ expectations for their children’s educational achievement is
measured with the question “How much education do you think (child) will probably get?” from
"less than high school" to "graduate degrees”. This variable has been re-coded as four categories:
I=graduate from high school or less, 2=one to three years of college, 3=bachelor’s degrees,
4=graduate degrees, with graduate from high school or less as the reference group.

Because of their potential influence on the outcome of interest, several control variables are
included. These include mother’s age, race/ethnicity (Black, White, and Hispanic, with White as
a reference group), employment status (coded as 1 if mothers are employed), total household
income, number of children and adults living in households, county poverty rate, age of children,
and gender of children. For the logistic regression analysis of children’s high school graduation,
children’s academic performance was also included as a control variable.
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The independent variable, mother’s assets is measured by home ownership and savings. Home
ownership is measured dichotomously with the question “Do you own your own home?”” with
1=yes, O=no. Total value of savings includes amounts in savings accounts, savings bonds, IRAs,
money market shares and CDs. Savings was re-coded as a categorical variable with 1=no
reported savings, 2=$1 to $2,999, and 3= $3,000 or above, with no reported saving as the
reference group.

Analyses

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression is conducted to test the effects of mothers’ assets on
their expectations and children’s academic performance, and effects of mothers’ expectations on
children’s academic performance. Logistic regression analyses is used to examine the effects of
mothers’ assets and expectations on children’s high school graduation.

A mediating variable is defined as a variable that “accounts for all or part of the effects of a
given independent variable on a dependent variable.” Four conditions must be met to establish
mediation. First, the independent variable must directly affect the mediator. Second, the
independent variable must directly affect the dependent variable. Third, the mediator must affect
the dependent variable. And finally, the direct effect of predictors of the dependent variable must
be less than effects through mediator variable (Cogineni, Alsup, & Gillespie, 1995, p. 58). The
mediating effects of mothers’ expectations on the causal link between mothers’ assets and
children’s educational achievements is examined from the multiple regressions conducted.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

A demographic profile of the sample is given in Table 1. Of the 591 mothers, 56 percent are
White, 33 percent are African American and the remaining 9 percent are Hispanic Americans.
The average age of the mothers is 41. There are, on average, 2.1 children under 18 and 1.3 adults
living in households. The average years of mothers’ education completed is 12. About 25 percent
have less than a high school degree, 43 percent have a high school diploma, and 32 percent have
post-secondary education. At the time of interview, 67 percent of mothers are employed. The
average proportion of families living under the poverty line in the counties where the sample
resided is 10.7 percent.
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Sample (N=591)

Percentage or

Variables Mean (Standard Deviation)*
Children’s academic performance 6.4 (1.1)
High School graduates 82%
Home owner (mother) 33%
Savings (mother)
(No reported savings) 58%
$1-$2,999 27%
$3,000 or above 15%
Mothers’ educational achievements
(Less than high school) 25%
High school graduate - 43%
Postsecondary education 32%
Mothers’ expectations of children’s education
(High school graduate or below) 30%
One-year to three-year of college 26%
Bachelor’s degree 33%
Masters’ or doctorate degree 11%
Mothers’ time investments in children 16.9 (4.3)
County poverty rate (%) ' 10.7 (6.1)
Household total income ($) 16,459 (15,269)
Number of children in households 2.1(1.2)
Number of adults in households 1.3 (0.8)
Mothers’ age 41 (7.6)
Mothers’ race/ethnicity
(White) 56%
African American 33%
Hispanic 9%
Mother being employed 67%
Children’s age 12 (4)
Female Children 49%

*Mean (Standard Deviation) are presented for continuous variables, and percentages are presented
for categorical variables.
Note: Reference groups are in parentheses.
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Mean household income (excluding investment income) is $16,459. About one-third of the
children’s mothers (33 percent) own their home, and 42 percent have a savings account.
Amounts in savings accounts is small; only 15 percent of respondents have saved $3,000 or
above. One-third of mothers expect their children to finish high school; 26 percent expect their
children to finish one to three years of college education; 33 percent expect their children to get a
bachelor’s degree; and 11 percent expect their children to get a graduate degree.

The mean value of older children’s academic performance is 6.4, equivalent to a a grade point
average (GPA) of B. Eighty-two percent of older children indicate at the second interview (wave
2) that they have graduated from high school. The distribution of this dichotomous variable is
adequate for use in a logistic regression model (Morrow-Howell & Proctor, 1992). The sample
consists of 49 percent female and 51 percent male children.

Effects of mothers’ assets on children’s educational achievement

Hierarchical multivariate models have been executed in which two indicators of children’s
educational achievements (academic performance and high school graduation) are regressed on
the control variables and mothers’ assets. The results are presented in Tables 2 and 3. Table 2
shows the results of the OLS regression model of children’s academic performance. Findings
indicate that the overall model is significant (R2=.11, F=4.56, p<.0001) and explains about 11
percent of the variance in children’s academic performance. Mothers’ home ownership has a
significant effect on children’s academic performance. Compared with children of non-
homeowners, children of homeowners have better academic performance. Amount of savings
may be positively associated with children’s academic performance, but falls short of statistical
significance.

i1
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Table 2: Multiple Regression Analysis of Children’s Academic Performance

Variables Coefficients
Mothers’ age -.001
Mothers’ race

(White)

African American -.29%

Hispanic -.11
Mothers being employed 03
Number of children in household -.09
Number of adults in household -.06
County poverty rate -.03*
Household income .16
Children’s age -.08*
Female children JJOX**

Mothers’ education
(Less than high school degree)

High school graduates ' 13

Postsecondary education 35%
Home ownership A2%%
Savings

(No reported savings)

$1-$2,999 .01

$3,000 or above .03
R? 11
Adjusted R? .09
F 4.56%**
df 15
N 563

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups

Among the control variables, mothers’ postsecondary education has a significant effect on
children’s academic performance. Compared with the children whose mothers had less than high
school education, the children whose mothers had college education have higher grade point
average (GPA). Compared with male children, the GPA of female children is significantly
higher. African-American children have lower GPA compared with their White counterparts. As
expected, the county poverty rate is negatively related to children’s academic performance.

The results of logistic regression on children’s high school graduation are presented in Table 3.
The model is significant (x*=53.8, df=15, p<.0001). The results are that mothers’ savings have
significantly positive effects on children’s high school graduation. Compared with children of
mothers without savings, children whose mothers had savings of $3,000 or above are 1.3 times
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more likely to graduate from high school. Mothers’ home ownership may be positively related
children’s high school graduation, but the association is not statistically significant.

Table 3: Logistic Regression Analysis of Children’s High School Graduation

Variables Coefficients Odds Ratio
Mothers’ age -.02 .98
Mothers’ race

(White)

African American -47 .63

Hispanic -.97 .38
Mothers being employed -.06 , 95
Number of children in -.16 .85
household
Number of adults in -.50%* 61
household
County poverty rate .04 1.04
Log household income 11 1.12
Children’s age 24%* 1.27
Female children .30 1.43
Children’s academic 3ok 1.69
performance

Mothers’ education
(Less than high school

degree)
High school graduates 57 1.77
Postsecondary education .69%* 1.83
Home ownership .10 1.1
Savings
(No reported savings)
$1-$2,999 .16 1.3
$3,000 or above 26%* 1.3
x* - 53.8%*x*
df ' 15
N 406

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups.

Mothers’ education -also had a positive and significant effect on children’s high school
graduation. Children whose mothers had college education were 1.8 times more likely to
graduate from high school compared with those children whose mothers did not finish high
school. Not surprisingly, children’s academic performance was significantly linked to the
probability of their high school graduation. The number of adults in the households was
negatively related to the probability of children’s high school graduation.
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Effects of mothers’ assets on their expectations for children’s education

In order to examine the effects of mothers’ assets on their expectations of children’s education,
mothers’ expectations have been regressed on control variables and assets variables. The results
indicate that the model is significant, and explains 21 percent of variance in the dependent
variable (Table 4). Mothers who own a home have higher expectations than those who do not
own a home, and mothers who have a savings account with $3,000 or above have higher
expectations than those without a savings account.

Table 4: Multiple Regression Analysis of Mothers’ Expectations

Variables Coefficients
Mothers’ age -.001
Mothers’ race

(White)

African American - 27%*

Hispanic 11
Mothers being employed -.19%*
Number of children in households -.02
Number of adults in households ' - 11%
County poverty rate -.006
Log household Income .04
Children’s age -07**
Female children : 23
Mothers’ education

(Less than high school)

High school graduates ' 27*

Postsecondary education X
Home ownership 24%x*
Savings

(No reported savings)

$1-$2,999 .03

$3,000 or above 27*
R’ 21
Adjusted R? .19
F 9.6%**
df 15
N 560

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups.
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Among the control variables, mothers’ education, race, employment status, number of adults
living in households, and children’s age and gender are significantly related to mothers’
expectations of their children’s educational achievement. Compared with mothers without a high
school degree, mothers with a high school degree have higher expectations, and mothers with
postsecondary education have even higher expectations for their children’s educational
achievement. African American mothers have lower expectations than do White mothers.
Somewhat surprisingly, employed mothers have lower expectations than non-employed mothers.
The more adults living in the household, the lower mothers’ expectations are. Finally, mothers of
female children and younger children tend to have higher expectations for their children.

Effects of income versus assets '

The above analyses indicate that income does not have significant effects on mothers’
expectations or children’s educational achievements. Previous studies, which have not included
asset variables, have found significant effects of income on children’s academic performance or
high school graduation in female-headed households (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994,
Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986; McLanahan, 1985; Shaw, 1982). To explore whether including
asset variables affects the estimates for income, we have repeated the above regression analyses
on children’s educational achievements and mothers’ expectations, but with the assets variable
deleted. Table 5 shows the coefficients of mothers’ income with and without asset variables.
Results of these analyses indicates that, without controlling for savings and home ownership,
household income has significant and positive effects on children’s academic performance and
high school graduation. Income also has significantly positive effects on mothers’ expectations.
The magnitudes of income coefficients are consistently larger in the models without asset
variables.

Table 5: Estimated Coefficients of Income in Models With and Without Assets

Variables Coefficients
With assets Without Assets

Children’s academic performance .16 18%*
Children’s high school graduation 11 42%
Mothers’ expectations .04 A1*

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups.

Effects of mothers’ expectations on children’s educational achievement

In order to examine possible effects of mothers’ expectations on children’s outcomes,
hierarchical multivariate models have been executed in which children’s outcomes are regressed
on the control variables, mothers’ assets, and then mothers' expectations with their children.
Results are presented in Tables 6 and 7. Because this study aims to examine how mothers’
expectations mediate the relationship between mothers’ assets and children’s outcomes, Tables 6
and 7 include two estimates for each of the two children’s outcome variables. For each
dependent variable, Model I shows the effects of mothers’ assets on children’s outcomes,
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excluding their expectations in the model, and Model II estimates the same effects including the
latter in the model. The estimates of both models include the set of control variables (not shown
in the tables).

Table 6 shows the effects of mothers’ expectations on children’s academic performance. The
results indicate that the overall model is significant (R’*=.24, F=8.8, p<.0001). Mothers'
expectations of their children's educational achievement have a significant effect on children’s
academic performance. Compared with children whose mothers expected them to finish high
school or less, children whose mothers expected them to attend college are higher in their GPA,
children whose mothers expected them to obtain a bachelor’s degree are much higher in their
GPA, and those children whose mothers expected them to get a graduate degree are even higher
in their GPA. Table 6 also shows that after controlling for mothers’ expectations, home
ownership is still significantly related to children’s performance, but the estimate declines from
42to0 .27.

Table 6: Multiple Regression Analysis of Children’s Academic Performance:
A Comparison of Two Models

Variables Coefficients
Model 1 Model I1
Home ownership 42%* 27*
Savings
(No reported savings)
$1-$2,999 .01 01
$3,000 or above .03 : 13

Mothers’ expectations
(High school or less)

Some college S6%*
Bachelor’s degree 1.07**
Master or doctorate degree 1.98***
R? 11 24
Adjusted R? .09 21
F 4.56*** 8.8***
df 15 19
N 563 563

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups.

Table 7 shows the results of logistic regression analysis on children’s high school graduation.
The model is significant (x2=71.2, df=19, p<.0001). Mothers’ expectations of children’s
educational achievements are significantly linked to the probability of children’s high school
graduation. Compared with children whose mothers expected them to finish high school,
children whose mothers expected them to go to college are 3.3 times more likely to graduate
from high school; the children whose mothers expected them to get a bachelor’s degree are 4.2
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times more likely to graduate from high school; and the children whose mothers expected them
to get a graduate degrees arel4 times more likely: to finish high school. After mothers’
expectations are entered into the logistic model, mothers’ savings ($3,000 or above) is still
significantly associated with children’s graduating from high school, but the coefficient
decreases somewhat from .26 to .24. :

Table 7: Logistic Regression Analysis of Children’s High School Graduation:
A Comparison of Two Models

Model I Model II
Odds Odds
Variables Coefficients Ratio  Coefficients  Ratio
Home ownership 10 1.1 .05 .88
Savings '
(No reported savings)
$1-$2,999 .16 1.3 A2 1.3
$3,000 or above 26%* 1.3 24* 1.3
Mothers’ expectations
(High school or less)
Some college 1.19%** 33
Bachelor’s degree 1.43%* 4.2
Master or doctorate degree 2.64** 13.9
X 53.8%%* T1.2%*%
df 15 19
N 406 406

*p<.05, **p<.01
Note: Categories in parentheses are reference groups.

Summary and Discussion

Results of regression analyses indicate that mothers’ assets have significant effects on their
expectations and children’s educational achievement, and mothers’ expectations have significant
effects on children’s outcomes. After controlling for their expectations, effects of mothers’ assets
on children’s educational achievements remain significant but coefficients are reduced.
Therefore, mothers’ expectations partially mediate the relationship between home ownership and
children’s academic performance, and also partially mediate the effects of mother’s savings on
children’s high school graduation.

Specifically, savings have significant effects on the probability of children’s high school
graduation, and home ownership has significant effects on children’s academic performance.
These results imply that additional studies should examine differential intergenerational effects
of different types of assets.

Home ownership does not have a significant effect on children’s high school graduation in this
study, which is not consistent with findings from previous studies (Essen, Fogelman & Head,
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1977; Green & White, 1997; Kane, 1994). Poor quality-of housing owned by the respondents in
this study may contribute to this inconsistency. It may be that housing quality rather than home
ownership mediated the effects of home ownership on children’s high school graduation. It also
suggests the importance of considering neighborhood effects when examining the effects of
assets.

Tumning to effects of savings, only savings of $3,000 or above have significant effects on
children’s outcomes, compared with mothers without a savings account, who constitute over half
of the study’s respondents. Lower savings ($1 to $2,999) do not have significant effects. It
seems that not merely ownership of a savings account, but also the amount of savings in the
account, may matter. Perhaps there is some threshold in asset accumulation above which
positive effects may occur (a possibility raised by Sherraden, 1991). More studies are need in
this possible lumpiness of asset effects.

Mothers’ assets, both home ownership and savings, are also positively and significantly related
to their expectations for children’s schooling. This may be evidence that assets have positive
attitudinal effects and help develop greater future orientation (Sherraden, 1991; Yadama &
Sherraden, 1996). Parents' expectations of their children's success in life is not only an
expression of their perception of the world around them but also an expression of their
assessment of their ability to supervise and invest in the future of their children. Therefore, the
positive effects of assets on parents’ expectations indicate that assets may change the way people
view the world, and perhaps also the way the world responds to them.

The positive effects of mothers’ assets on their expectations are important in a very practical
sense. Numerous studies find positive impacts of parental expectations or aspiration for their
children's educational achievement (e.g., Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Axinn, Duncan, &
Thornton, 1997; Coleman, 1988; Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995; Hanson, McLanahan, &
Thomson, 1997; Reynolds & Gill, 1994; Smith, Beaulieu, & Seraphine, 1995). The results of this
study also find that the effects of mothers’ assets on children’s educational outcomes operate
partially through expectations. This may provide some insight into mechanisms that may be
associated with parental assets on children’s well-being.

Previous research suggests that parents’ assets may have stronger effects on children’s outcomes
than does income (Mayer, 1997), and may provide effects beyond that of income (Yadama &
Sherraden, 1996). This study finds that, when asset variables are included in the regression,
income does not have significant effects on children’s educational achievements or mothers’
expectations. However, without controlling for savings and home ownership, household income
has significant effects on children’s academic performance and high school graduation, as well
as mothers’ expectations. It appears that coefficients for income are biased, and the models are
poorly specified, when asset variables are omitted (Cho, 1996; Ramanathan, 1995). Future
studies should consider including assets when examining impacts of financial resources on well-
being.

Several findings of the effects of control variables are worth mentioning. First, results of this
study indicate that mothers’ education, especially higher education, significantly affects the
probability of children’s high school graduation and children’s academic performance. These
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findings are consistent with many previous studies (e.g., Alwin & Thornton, 1984; Brooks-Gunn,
Guo, & Furstenberg, 1993; Mare, 1980; Sandefur, McLanahan, & Wojikiewice, 1992; Wolfe &
Spaulding, 1991). Mothers’ education is also a strong predictor of their expectations of
children’s educational achievement, and mothers with college education have the strongest
expectations.

Second, this study finds that female children have better academic performance. Therefore,
further analyses have been conducted to examine if mothers’ assets and expectations have
different effects on boys than on girls. The results indicate that mothers’ have the same strong
effects on both boys and girls. Mothers’ home ownership, however, has stronger effects on girls
than on boys. This supports the notion that the positive effects of assets may be particularly
strong for girls and women (Sherraden, Page-Adams, & Yadama, 1995) and is consistent with
some previously findings (Hill & Duncan, 1987).

Third, number of adults living in household has negative effects on children’s outcomes and
mothers’ expectations. It could be that different types of adults living in households may have
different effects on children. For example, grandparents might help single mothers with
household tasks and supervision of children. On the other hand, partners may compete with
children for the mother’s time. The effects of other adults in the household may also depend on
their health status, employment status, and other conditions. Future research should examine how
different living arrangement of single mothers (e.g. living alone, living with parents, cohabiting,
living with other adults) affects children and mother-child interactions in female-headed
households.

Finally, mothers’ employment status does not have a significant impact on children’s outcomes.
However, it has negative and significant effects on their expectations for children’s educational
achievement. This finding is contrary to the argument that employed mothers tend to have
positive attitudes, motivation, and expectations to their children (Parcel & Menagham, 1997).
However, it is also true that wages and job environments may influence the positive attitudes that
are related to employment (Menagham & Parcel, 1995). Low-income single mothers are more
likely to have low-wage jobs that offer little hope for advancement. This may contribute to the
low expectations of these mothers for their children. Also, employed mothers may have more
responsibilities, which may lead to less time with their children, and this in turn may lead to low
expectations of their children.

Implications

The findings of positive effects of assets on parental expectations and children’s educational
outcomes lend support for policies that promote asset accumulation as a strategy to protect poor
women and their children. In addition to approaches of income supplementation and human
capital development, efforts to enhance the well-being of single mothers and their children
should perhaps also focus on helping them build economic assets.

Policies and programs designed to promote asset accumulation have increased during the past
decade. In particular, Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) have been used as a community
development and public policy tool. IDAs are special savings accounts that are designed to help

19

Center for Social Development 15
Washington University in St. Louis '




people of low-income build assets for increased self-sufficiency and long-term economic
security. Account holders receive matching funds as they save for purposes such as buying a first
home, job training, going to college, or starting a small business (Sherraden, 1988, 1991). IDAs
are included as a state option in the 1996 federal “welfare reform” law. Two national IDA
demonstrations are underway; one is a foundation-supported project known as the “American
Dream Demonstration”, which began in 1997, and the second is the federally-funded Assets for
Independence Act which became law in 1998. Some states have included IDAs as part of their
state welfare reform plans and allow TANF funds to be used for IDAs. At least 29 states have
passed IDAs or related legislation designed to enable low-income residents to save, and other
states have created IDAs via administrative decisions; altogether, over 40 states now have an
IDA program of some type (Center for Social Development, 2002).

However, IDA and similar asset-building programs for the poor are at this time relatively small.
Though funding may be from federal and/or state governments, IDA programs are currently
community-based projects serving tens or hundreds of people each, and no state has more than a
few thousand IDA participants. Much is being learned in this demonstration phase, but this is
not an implementation model that can go to large-scale. To create a significant impact in asset
accumulation by the poor, it will be necessary to increase the number of IDA participants
substantially. This would require a large-scale public policy that makes asset-based policy
widely available and efficient. Based on the results of this study, such policy should perhaps be
designed especially to encourage and support IDAs or other asset accumulation strategies for
low-income mothers with children.
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